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»  Many academlc examlnatlons exh1b1t -sex differences in terms

e

- T of entry flgures and pass rates. Thls fact 1s 111ustrated

, - by a selection of statlstlcs from the Br1t1sh GCE '0’ level . ¢
- T examination results for June I976. These .results are dlscussed |
in termstgf ‘three pOSSlbl% causes: 'innate, dlfferences in
1nte11ectua1 functioning, sex-role steredtyplng, or sex-blas

. .

. - ‘i the examlnatlons themselves, o ot ) o
, , . . . D . W '

’

The research evidence concerning sex d1fferences in 1nte11ectua1
CN— h fqpct10n1ng seems inconclusive, and certainly doesn't seem.to
' , indicate any large and conslstent d1fferences. Where differ-
ences do exlst it 1s ‘also impossible to assum@ that they are .
v " innate, as the 1n£1uence of soc1a11y defined sex-role §tereo-- -
typing is apparent. The link between sex~rg}e stereotyp1ng
- and sex differences in att1tudes to various academic subJects
- . alse seems to be a distinct pos81b111ty. In addltlon,to this, !
«  the ev1dence far the effect of attitude on performa ce maﬁhs
P . ' thexsex~role stereotyplng explanatlon for these results a mod@
! rea11st1c oge. The poss1b111ty of sex-b1as in the examlnatlons

: themse{Ves was not COmpletely ruled out but, like thef1nnate

¢ differences hypothesls, th1s did not seem to be a tenable
. . N L
" explanatlon for the overall size of the dlfferences. -
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%ﬁi@pugnon
.The well known_ phenomenon that, wq.th:.n the years of secondary
, educntmn, girls tend to ~p\::efer ‘arts subJec s -and boys "end |, X3
J to prefer science subJects 18 reflected 1n he GCE. examnat:.on :
Statlstlcs. Table One g:.ves a breakdown of the cumulative
figures for-all the GCE Boards, comparing the number of
' entries from and performance of ma\te and female candidates
in’a select:.on of the maJor 0! ifvel sudbjects in the June

N

1976 examnat:.onk-. . ..
- Joos ‘ 7 - . ]
TABLE ONE = - . £

? - N

r N
COM.PARISON OF MALE AND FEMALE ENTRIES AND PASS RATES /-

"IN VARIOUS GCE '0' LEVEL EXAMINATIONS ‘IN JUNE 1976 (“ALL BOARDS) -

& . . N ’ )
Subject . Sex - Entry | % Pass R

: - ' . ‘(ABC Grades) ‘AT
’ ! : s S ///-q
ENGLISF LITERATURE  FEMALES 141,000 64 . Higher fémale
' MALES 106 000 | .54, - BtV & pass
°, ra téo/ " R v
ENGLISH LANGUAGE  FEMALES 203 000 -5
‘ ' MALES 183 000

- ° ’ {
. FRENCH . FEMALES -84 000
' 'MALES 66 000 -

RELIGIOUS STUDIES  FEMALES 40 000
. } N
MALES 25 000 °

) * “9 L
CHEMISTRY AN 30 000, ‘ ' Higher male -

MALE . , 7/ gy * ° entry Jpass
- S 60\,090 v ‘ rate». f :

'FEMALES 25 000

*

MALES , 86 000/

FEMALES ° 87 oocf
MALES . 116 000 °

FEMALES = 86 000 . ° s - . Bigher femal}

, / entry. ‘Bigher
. ‘}Q:_b\zs 61 poo . - mali pau rate.
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K ‘Apart from Biology vhlch as far as sex dlfferences are : .
‘ concerned, always appeers to be the odd -one.out ,of the .
ﬁ ' - sciences (Qrmerod, 1975) these ,'0' Level subJects show the _ .
T - _convent1ona1 sex d1fferent1eted trends both in terms of the., O
“relative number of maleslend females entorlng each subJect . B o
v ) and in terms of their pass rates. It is also notrceable
. ﬁhat th1s difference in pass rates is greater 1n the female . .
, b dominated subjects than it is in the male domlnated SubJects, .
: nd this may to some extent reerct the general tendency for - - -
- bétter all-round female attainment at'this level of educatxon{ oy
(Monday et.Al, '1967). . o ‘ /™
) : ) o . . S ,
, In this paper we propose to 1nvestagate fqrth{r these sex
- 4d1fferences in bwth SubJect cho1ce and performance on ' -
- ' examinations in different subJects. We will 1nvest1gate
4 these d1fferences from a number of dlfferent angles, and 1n' ‘ \\
s ’ partlcular we w111 dlacuss whether they canlbe- con81dered ‘to -
e be, the ‘result of differences in- ab111ty between the sexes or'-- -~
Jow . Whether they are more a functlon of sex-rp etereotyp1ng°
v ) N j " .
Y SEX DIFFERENCES IN INTELLECTUAL- FUNCTIONING = , ' ' .-
Thexe are areas of 1nte11ectual functlonlng whlch ha@e : ‘ .
- S traditionally been thought Pf as d\splay1ng con81stent -
dlfferences between the seﬁ 8, and ‘there Ls a possible N o v,
11nk up between these and the' Jifferences in examination
r performance. These proposed sex differences 1n~ab111ty f ' J
. . 1nc1ude verbal ability, flathematical ability and v1suaf-u ' P
‘ spatlal abllltx. Certainly these skills have been observed .
{ " to differ betéeen the twd sexes, although the extent og the
. ""differences and their dependence on the type of test used is .
far from belng clear cut.y_Maccoby and Jacklin (1975) have . =~ o
. . provxded an extensive Jhalysxs of the ev1denc¢ in a review |
l ' in which ey couslder over 1400 research studles published

.+ ' since 1965) The fact that Maccoby and Jacklin' 's book has s .

» . ! 4 ! -, -
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.‘intellectnal funetlonlng.

' Anether point to bear 1n ‘mind when conslderlng stud1es

pten oriticfsed by Fairweather (1976) both for the conclusions
drayn and for the fact that it missed out so much important
work, only(emphasizeskthe great uncertainty that exists when .

one attempts ‘to draw general conclusions from the research
done in this area. A

. . .

. which’ gurport to demonstrate sex dlfferences in 1ntellectual

ab111t1es is one made’ by Saraga (1975) and Dwyer (1976), who(
go to great lehgths to emphas1ze the need to realise the
amount of overlap that exlsts when' studles of 1ntellectual

: functaongng do show slgnlflcant differences between the

average scores of males and females. These authors also ,

p01dt out that there is normally more yar1at1on 1n these _
sk1lls thhln 3roupg~of MAles or females than there ever xs B
between them. T ‘ o ’

: e T

When ‘one considers #hat the cause of these. d1fferenges - .
mlght be, there is still the queatlon to be ashfdxgs to ;: ’
\yhether they dre the result of some 1nnate b1olo31cally
determined sex: d1fferences or whether they are the result

of the jinfluence of culturally defined sex-role stereb:ypes.
Glickman (1976) after conslderlng several posslble physio-
logical theor1esl such as different rates of development of
males ‘and fenales, brain l;téralizationtfand the influencé'
of sex hormqpes, concludes that cultural re1nforcement is
the mpst ¢ rea118t1c reason for(these sex dlffhrences in

However, Hutt (1974)” argues

,'strongly that these sociai cultural expeetations must have,

come "from aomawhere, and she argues that they must at least

be based on some ba81c 1nherent dlfference& between the sexes.
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The qdéstion as to. how stereotypes of sex differences in’-

. . 1ntellectual functlonlngzarlse is-algso raised by ‘Bee (1974)

and is clearly.a central. 1ssue in thlstdébate.
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‘ - of cultural expectatlons on the petformance of 1nd1v1duals ,
) ‘+ ig hard to discount, but ‘it 1s still a poshlblllty that these
B ; expectatio;;L:ie)\1n turn, amp11fy1ng innate dlfferences

¢ e Which originally. accounted for the occurence of these -
e ‘

: //J o ' cultural expectatlons.~,- : » TR
-fClesrly, ;;thln the 11teratpre on sex d1fferences in 4’
intellectual abmlxtles, there is st111 much uncertalnty\
The' differences whlch have bee? suggested could have seme

effect on exam;natlon performance in d1fferent subJects
R ~\§J although, as-has been poxnted out by Kelly (1975), Saraga
'{ -+ (1975) dnd others; there are copsiderable problems in

a

) ' ') L attemptlng to relate specific intellectual. abrlrtles‘to o
achievement in specific subject areas. Also, it mustJbe )
"_- remembered. that sex dlfferences in 1nte11ectual ab111t1es;
can ;ust as easily be the réesult of sex-role stereotyplng
. as tan sex differences. rP examlnqtlon performance, and
they therefore cahnot be assumed .to reflect 1nherent ‘
h}ologlcal d;fferences hetween'the séxes even lf thesé

iV
.

do exist. v =

- [l
-

_bne hust theréfore reject anyjsimple theory of innste sex °
. .d1fferen es 1n ability which mlght be used to account for
i o ] sex dif erences in examination. performance. The® evidence
} for such a theory is extremely weak and, as in so Jany .
R . areas of psychology, 1t(1s a; mlrtua mposslb111ty to ‘ s

{ji N sepsrate out - dompletely the lnnate from the'acqulred.

\‘ ' ‘ . ] ~. ‘ | ’ q*‘
' o - SEX DIFFERENCES IN ATTITUDES TOWARDS EXAMINATIONS IN DIFFERENT

‘ SUBJECTS ~
N % There would seem to be considetable_ con81stency zﬁfstudlesd A
reportlng paralIel sex dlfferences in both att1tudes end .

' achlevement 1n those subJects, Whlch are trad1t1qna11y
.thought of- as belng more approprlate to one sex or the
other (Ormerod, 1971, 1975, Bllton and Berglﬁnd 1974, and

Gardner§ '19,7 5) ) - . ) . -7




Hlltonvand Berglund's. s;udy is a partlcularly qnterestlng one;
1n thli it showed that ‘before Graze 5 in some Amerlcan schools,
:here was na d1ffgrenée in the Mathematics achievement scores
of boys gnd girls, nor was there any real dlfference in the1r
attztnde towardseMathematlcs. However, from’ that stage‘%n L
the boys move& steadlly ahead of the girls both 1n terms of
thGIT attltude towards the .subject and in terms of their
achxevemen: in it, Here again is the difficult problem of
deterﬁznlng causat1on, but Hllton and Berglund cancluded

that it was most 11ke1y from the1r ev1dence that sex role
s:ereotyp1ng was produc1ng the d1fference in attltudé and

~ it was thxs that was, in turn, causxng Ehe dlfﬁgrence in -

- [

ach1evement. ‘ 3 ) L ’ )
- I3
° ¢

. -+
- - -
)

_ Carey. (1955) provides some posirive evidence for the idea
that low attltude towards & task can,-in 1tse1f, produce
low achlevement. She was worklng wlth cer;a1n-prob1em
sdlv1ng tasks, 1n a s1tuat1on where higher male achievement
xappeared to be related %o more positive attltudes towards

‘.

‘these problems. She fqnnd‘that group d1scuss1ogszwh1ch were

?
deslgned to produce more facourable attitudes towards these

'problems, 81gn1f1cant1y 1mp oved female performance on them o
but not male performance. Thls,result suggests rhat,'ln_thls
case, the females were not doing as well:as they.night have .
been on the task because of their poor attitude and that this
situation could be changed by improving their atti:&&e.

If this effect of artitudes on achievement is a general,pne,
it is easy to gee how sex-role s;ereot&pés conld produce sex
differences in attitudes:toards different school subjects.
These sex~role or1ented attitudes could, then, eas11y produce

' sex dlfferences 1n examination performance in these svbJects.
N
o ?B%D?:
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A ﬁurther piecé of evidence which tends to support-the

viéw that different attitudes to subJects are'broduced by

socxaI‘culture 1nfluences§§§ther ‘than 1nhe%ent drfferences
! I1n ab111ty, is the work of KReeves (1973) Keeves did a

cross~culturar study of sex differences in att1tude and

atta1nment 1n dlfferent subJects. He showed that these
. 88X dxfferences varied conslderably between d1fferent
’ xcultures, to the extent that he - -concluded that the main
cause of them’ was most .likely to be found W1th1n the
) éxafluence of the 1nd1v1dual culturea. ’
Thus; it could be proposed that each culture has its own
©  sex*role stereotypea, which prov1de expectat1ons of °
i educat1onal 1nterest'and success in d1fferent subJects.(
s These ascribe different educatlonal roles to males and
females,,who inturn reflect the1r conform1ty to these
stereotypes through their. attitudes ard the1r examlnatlon

performances in the different dubjects.  ~

N

<

CAN THE EXAMINATION CAUSE THE DIFFERENCE?

‘ . ' ’\

-

People who set exam1nat1ons can hardly be held responsible
for sex dlfferencea,ln the ab111ty of cand1dates, or 1ndeed

for the att1tude that, candldates of either sex have to the

*

. examinat on. It is, however, poéslble that an examination
e

can be set which contains a b1as tgwards one sex or the )

Other . N "5" «9’«.@ '

. E -? - .
87 » " 14 ‘o »

For instance, Graf and Rlddell (1972) have shown that thel
_ same problem set in’ two differegt contexts can produce
- qulte different sex differences in performance. They set
K the same mathemdtiecal problem in contexts epproprlate to
both a female role'and a mal ;ole. In one-case & woman

was buy1ng lace and. satin in a fabric store, and in the

!
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A ._ : . - . ‘ -') . o ' '\-‘ ok
. » © ' .« other case & etock/bfoker was charglng d1fferent rates of
commiaslon for buylng and selllng stocks for his c11ents..

Mathematlcally the . problem*to be solved in both cases . was’ .

. . " 1dent1cal ‘but between two controlleﬁ’groups of sanects
/ there was a marked d1spar1ty between,the performance of
. - e maﬁés and females when the problem wés set in the stocK e
. " ‘broker context. This- resukt 1nd1cated that the females ‘ "’ .
.o foumd the problem much harder when it was set in the stock .

broker context and th1s was conflrmeﬁ by comparing the ’

it

‘ xS L percelved dxffxculty ratlngs (measured on a*ﬁ’kert-type ‘
- , scale) of the groups. of sthects.’~ ST ) -
- . The extent to which sex-blas can be built into educatlonal , d
s a 0 tests does not depend solely on problem” context: Dwyer

s - S (1976) showed how a test of,, mathematléal ability (the S.A.T. s
’ . ) .. - M) became b;ased towards relatlvely better male performance; /;'
s by-the 1nc1uslon of more geometry ‘problems (requiring spatial A~

e

" . bllity) than algebra, problems. s
. : . 2 ~

A ‘ b

N Another egample of ehe way in whlch an examlnatlon ‘may be

’ sex-blased is when a d1fferent form of .assessment 1saused.9
e B It has frequently been observed for/instance, that when*
' < ;obJectlve tests are 1ntroduced 1n pl of other 'forms of
K Y - examination, this tends tQ produce relatlvely better male . /

per%nrmance. Whether this is because this type of teét does

. notvtest vetbal ability in the way. that other examlpatlons
do, or whether it'is because objective ‘tests are partly a, °
tesé of- the ablllty to break set or convergent thinking is .
“not cledr. " Another posslblllty is that the att1tude of
_females to objective-tésts is low, and this may be because
'they are perceived.as a masculine type of act;v1ty.. .

. \ . _ » .

v
s N

\ ‘e

On the whole, then,~1t wouldn't seem as though exam;hat1onsn .

themselves very often will be the cause of we large gex

B dxfferences in performance, although an element of saxrblas

.
wr - »
A4 1 . . -
N -
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Efforta are taken to ensure that examlnat:.ons - i
‘nales and females but,
d résponslble

—

;
. ¥ is ' ] pouﬂnhty.
. o are set so as to be fair tests fot both
: " - . as we have said prevxously, examiners cagnot be hel
- \ * for the powerfui effect that @!‘ole stereotyomg may have

rn producmg sex dxffeunces 1n exammat:.on performance. : ~

»
s * & . - . g
iz <, ,
‘ ) P , o ! . . - f ° >
-

N . -
.‘coucwsrous ' s o « - ,

¢ 1 - -

L ) Lt ! I I'/ v .
B - » -
’gverall, it would- seem to be fa1r1y clear that sex-role S :
. ¢ & N, -
- lteraotypmg has<a conuderable influence m.thm education, v \ . :
r ’

v in tum effects the’ performance of candidates of -both’

9* .
o X sexes m examinations. The ‘extent to which thesé stereqtypes .
' . Y

, ~“are built on actual differences in ability and the extent to* ,
oo wh:.ch they are created by society remains unresolved, although - {

" it seems likely that the social cultural anfluence playa the

- bigger part. . L . .
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